Introduction
Best practices may be described as optimum ways of performing work to achieve high performance (e.g. Bogan and English, 1994; Ramabadron et al., 1997; Zairi, 1996) . While much of the best practices literature addresses best practices in the context of competition where organizations benchmark against the best, world-class organizations for targeted processes such as new product performance (Cooper, 1998) or a human resource management process such as training (Bassi and Cheney, 1997) , there is also the context of internal benchmarking. As Thurow (1999, p. 285) 
states:
Great companies compete against themselves. They may be the best but they are never good enough, they can always become better. O'Dell et al. (1998) devote a book to methods for the internal transfer of best practices rather than focussing on benchmarking against external organizations. Similarly, Toney and Powers (1997) examined best practices in a project management benchmarking study of Fortune 500 companies. They classi ed 19 key success factors grouped into three areas: project strategy (e.g. strategic communications), project management professionalism (e.g. optimize employee compensation), and standardized methodology and procedures (e.g. emphasize project and people management).
Kerzner (1998) comprehensively studied excellence in project management and he developed a six-component model of excellence that comprises integrated processes, culture, management support, training and education, informal project management, and behavioral excellence. Most recently, Loo (2002) conducted a study of internal best practices with a sample of project managers from 34 Canadian organizations that are project-driven. He found an almost even split in top-rated internal best practices between ªtechnicalº and ªpeopleº practices. The technical best practices were:
. having an integrated project management system (PMS);
. effective scope management of projects;
. effective project planning, scheduling, and controlling; and . effective contract management.
The people best practices were:
. having high-caliber project teams;
. having stakeholder participation;
. effective communication within teams and externally; and . customer satisfaction.
Striving for best practices also ts the total quality management (TQM) approach to management where one is involved in benchmarking and continuous improvement (e.g. Jawaharnesan and Price, 1997; Orwig and Brennan, 2000; Stamatis, 1994) . For example, Jawaharnesan and Price (1997) studied project management best practices in the UK construction industry and found that ªpreparing and organisingº and ªdeveloping project de nitionº were among the highest ranked tasks.
Best practices do not emerge from a vacuum. Rather, an organizational culture must exist that values and nurtures best practices (e.g. Cooper, 1998; Kerzner, 1998) . One key element is the existence of competencies where competencies may be seen as a set of knowledge, skills, and abilities; competencies; a task or activity competency; an output competency; and a result competency (e.g. McLagan, 1997; Mirabile, 1997) . In terms of leadership, three different kinds of competencies are required: leadership competencies such as the ability to lead change; functional competencies such as technical and human resource management skills; and personal skills such as high achievement motivation and persistence (Caudron, 1999; Thite, 1999) .
Besides the competency literature, there is a substantial literature that focusses speci cally on project leadership. For example, Zimmerer and Yasin (1998) reported that in their study of American project managers, the highest rated characteristics for effective project managers and for project success were team building, communicating, demonstrating trust, and focussing on results among others. Similarly, the key project tools for success were project scheduling, budgeting, and execution planning, among other tools. They concluded that their pro le:
. . . reveals a leader who recognizes that it is absolutely essential to build a project team, reinforce positive behaviour, communicate, demonstrate trust and respect, develop team members and empower them to perform and set goals while remaining¯exible to respond to the inevitable changes (Zimmerer and Yasin, 1998, pp. 37-8) .
Most recently, Loo (2002) found that his sample of project managers regarded a people-oriented leadership style most highly in the context of the best leadership style for their organization in the future with a participative leadership style rated closely behind. The main point that participants wanted to make was that staff on project teams are typically well-educated and motivated so they want to be empowered and to participate in decision making.
The purpose of the research was to develop a multi-level causal model for best practices in project management. The research methodology involved two phases. First a critical literature review was conducted to identify the major variables contributing to best practices in project management. The main ndings of that critical review were presented in the previous section. Second, the major variables were organized into a causal model using an iterative process to ensure that the model accurately re¯ected ndings reported in the literature and made conceptual sense. Based upon this methodology, a model for best practices in project management is presented in Figure 1 . This is a multi-level causal model that prescribes actions for success. The model also re¯ects the in¯uence of a systems approach with inputs, mediating processes, outputs, and the important role of feedback. The model is also a multi-level model. At the micro level, the important role of the individual team member is recognized as is the project team and project leader in affecting best practices. At the more macro level, the important role of organizational systems and senior management is recognized in affecting best practices.
Project management skills
The rst component of the model is project management skills. Numerous studies have consistently shown that, for both project managers and staff, technical knowledge and skills, on the one hand, and people skills, on the other hand, are essential to project success (e.g. Barad and Raz, 2000; Jawaharnesan and Price, 1997; Jiang et al., 1996; Loo, 2002; Thite, 1999; Toney and Powers, 1997; Zimmerer and Yasin, 1998) . The technical skills set that emerges from the literature includes project planning which was articulated to include preplanning and contingency planning, organizing, controlling, contract management, scope management, resource management and cost control, performance and quality management, and project documentation. The people skills set that emerges from the literature includes effective interpersonal communication, effective interpersonal skills to manage con¯ict within the Best practices in project management Figure 1 . Overview of a model of best practices in project management BIJ 10,1 team and with the client, and the ability of the manager to motivate project staff. Furthermore, Loo (2002) found that his sample of project managers gave technical and people skills equal importance for best practices. It can be safely stated that project success and a best practices project organization will not happen if the project managers and staff do not have the core technical and people skills to do the job; these are the necessary input ingredients because projects are done by people.
Organizational facilitators and inhibitors
The next component in the model, organizational facilitators and inhibitors serve to either help project teams succeed or to impede teams. The literature (e.g. Cooper, 1998; Kerzner, 1998; Loo, 2002) shows that senior management commitment is essential in facilitating project success; otherwise, projects may be bled of resources or even terminated. A further point about management is leadership style. Research has shown that leadership styles that are effective at change management and innovation, and that empower staff are accepted by staff, in contrast to autocratic and directive leadership styles (Loo, 2002) .
Having a comprehensive and integrated project management system with policies and procedures that are consistently applied throughout the organization is another facilitator to project success (e.g. Fusco, 1997; Kerzner, 1998; Loo, 2002; Thamhain, 1996; Toney and Powers, 1997) . A training and development program that provides opportunities for staff at all levels in the organization is essential to ensure that staff have the up-to-date knowledge and skills to do the job, and that high potential staff are identi ed for management development (e.g. Barad and Raz, 2000; Loo, 1991 Loo, , 2002 Toney and Powers, 1997) . On the other hand, problem performers undermine performance, therefore they must be identi ed early so that timely corrective actions can be taken to bring problem staff up to standard or to discharge them before they threaten the effectiveness of their team and project success.
A comprehensive and fair compensation management program is essential to attract and retain top performers. A¯exible mix of both direct compensation (e.g. salary and bonuses) and indirect compensation (e.g. bene ts package and exible working arrangements) that satis es the diverse needs of a workforce is most successful. It is important that compensation have two components, one targeted at the individual and the other at the team to motivate and reward both individual and team performance (Loo, 2002; Toney and Powers, 1997) . Such an approach also helps promote a team culture without undermining the importance of individual effort.
Finally, Loo's (2002) sample of project managers from 34 organizations identi ed several major inhibitors to best practices including leadership that tended to xate on the bottom line at the expense of other critical success factors, an inadequate investment in training, the absence of organizational learning ± we keep making the same mistakes (see Kotnour, 2000) , manager
Best practices in project management and staff resistance to organizational change because they do not see the need to change or are not prepared to change, the use of individual reward systems so that being a ªteam playerº is not rewarded and a strong team culture does not exist, and the absence of a project management ªchampionº who would push for the implementation of an organization-wide, comprehensive, integrated and standardized approach to project management polices and practices.
Project management competencies and outcomes
The next component in the model is technical and people competencies. If an organization has project managers and staff with strong technical and people skills, and if, at the organizational level, there are the sorts of facilitators to success as we already discussed, then the result should be exceptional technical (e.g. planning, controlling, and procedures) and people (e.g. leadership, communication, and con¯ict management) competencies. On the other hand, if technical and people skills are weak, then regardless of organizational facilitators, there would be poor project performance. Likewise, if project managers and staff have strong technical and people skills but the organizational factors inhibit performance, then there would be poor project performance. Clearly, organizational factors have a critical role in mediating project outcomes, success and failure, and the potential to be a best practices project organization.
Feedback loops
As in all performance models, feedback loops, the nal component in the model, are important to reinforce effective actions and trigger corrective actions. Postproject reviews (e.g. Busby, 1999) and post mortems (Jawaharnesan and Price, 1997), and project audits and evaluations (e.g. Anbari, 1985; Cleland, 1985; Loo, 1985) are very useful methods for detecting shortcomings in project management and making recommendations for future improvements. These methods should also stimulate organizational learning (Busby, 1999; Kotnour, 2000) so that the same mistakes are not made over and over, and that best practices identi ed through these methods are transferred throughout the organization. Of course, one does not wait till the end of projects, rather, ongoing project monitoring and periodic project reviews provide continual opportunities for the early identi cation and correction of problems to ensure success. It has to be emphasized that making improvements at the project and organizational levels, and engaging in major organizational changes requires an organizational culture that is open to change rather than resistive. In addition, senior management must be skilled at managing change to ensure that changes are effectively implemented and absorbed into the organizational culture (e.g. Loo, 2002) .
Conclusion
The empirical literature on best practices in project management provided the database to develop a generic multi-level causal model for best practices in project management that can be readily applied in any type of organizational setting. The critical input roles of strong technical and people skills at the project level in the model, and success facilitators at the organizational level were emphasized along with the role of feedback loops for individual and organizational learning.
This model provides a framework for managers to assess their project and organizational variables with the aim of building upon strengths and correcting weaknesses. Managers could modify this generic model to re¯ect their speci c project and organizational environments. Also, this model may prove useful to program managers in addition to project managers because program managers, analogous to project managers, operate within program and organizational environments and deal with similar variables.
